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Present situation in Japan
　　The Japanese Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science, and Technology 
(MEXT) has started educational reforms from the elementary level through higher 
education. The primary intention is to establish an educational environment which 
corresponds to globalization. To become globalized, using English is not the only 
way, but it is one method to connect to the world. The classification of English as a 
Native Language (ENL), English as a Second Language (ESL), or English as a Foreign 
Language (EFL) is helpful in understanding how important English is in today’s world. 
Learners in ESL countries are more likely to be exposed to English than those in 
EFL countries because English plays an institutional, or official role in those countries. 
English in ENL countries is often considered to be norm providing. 





　　The Japanese government is working to enhance English education substantially 
throughout the elementary to lower/secondary school system. It has started this push 
for globalization based on the following frameworks:
　・Empower teachers in elementary schools
　・Empower teachers in lower/upper secondary schools
　・Promote the utilization of external staff
　・Develop Teaching Guidance Materials
None of these are anything new, except the first one. English education in Japan 
became a required subject in 2011 at elementary schools; in these classes English 
is taught by a classroom teacher assisted by an English expert or a native English 
speaker. The workload, then, has become so heavy because elementary school teachers 
had not expected to teach English initially. In fact, very few teachers were willing 
to teach English. More training was desperately needed, so we can assume that the 
Ministry decided to empower elementary school teachers through training. The other 
items in the above list have been stressed repeatedly since the end of the Second World 
War. The retraining of teachers of lower/upper secondary schools has been conducted 
throughout the years in a variety of ways. The aim to utilize external staff has been 
realized thanks to the recruitment of assistant language teachers (ALTs). MEXT’s 
teaching guidelines have gone major revisions every 10 years. 
　　Although the Japanese government has been emphasizing globalization, the term 
“globalization” is rather vague as a concept. Are Japanese people aiming to acquire 
English as a lingua franca for business and trade, or do they need English because of an 
increase in the use of computer technology, or is it something else? In all textbooks of 
the lower/upper secondary schools, North American English is used exclusively, which 
raised questions whether they can adjust themselves to other varieties when they are 
faced with them.
　　Another issue is related to students’ interests and their level of English proficiency. 
Both of these tend to show the tendency of “bipolarization.” The Ministry is apparently 
trying to draw people’s attention to English education, but how do most university 
students feel about English, English speakers, and their respective countries? Many 
university students (including those majoring in English) lose their original desire to 
study abroad or make efforts in learning English after entering university. 
　　Takahashi (2003) conducted a questionnaire-based study of Japanese university 
students’ attribution for failure in L2 reading in the 2003 school year. The results 
showed that many students felt they did not read well in English and indicated a 
strong belief among lower proficiency students of their deficiency of ability. These 
findings imply a need to develop their meta-cognitive strategies. However, present-day 
university students might have different beliefs from those of the year 2003, and so this 
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paper reports a replication of that study to determine what has or has not changed in 
the past decade.
　　This study explored their beliefs about learning English and their attitudes toward 
English speakers and their countries. The relationship between their level of English 
proficiency and their beliefs was also examined. The research questions are as follows:
1. What do university students (English majors) feel about learning English?
2. Do their beliefs about English and attitudes toward English change according to the 
curriculum?




　　Forty-eight female students (aged 19 to 20), studying at a four-year private 
Japanese women’s university, located in a medium-sized city in the western part of 
Japan, participated in the study. The university was ranked as just above average for 
all private universities in Japan (T = 54). The second-year participants were majoring 
in English literature and linguistics. The majority of the classes they were enrolled in 
were English or English-related subjects. Their language learning history included at 
least seven years of active English study.
Treatment and Materials
　　The participants were enrolled in an elective course focusing on listening/reading 
taught by the author. At the same time, they were taking other English classes and 
English-related subjects. This elective course stressed the need to improve the students’ 
standardized test scores. The students were required to take a standardized test after 
the 10th session. In this course, intensive and extensive reading and listening activities (in 
class and out-of-class activities) were prepared.
　　Questionnaire-surveys were conducted at the beginning as well as at the end of 
the semester. Originally, 65 questions were created based on previous studies (Clément, 
1986; Clément & Kruidenier, 1983; Takahashi, 2003; Takahashi, 2012) and given to the 
students as the first survey. The second survey was conducted using the selected 
number of questions (see below) at the end of the semester. In both questionnaires, 
four-point-scaled questions were used to allow the students to express how much they 
agreed or disagreed (1 = strongly disagree to 4 = strongly agree).
Analysis 1
　　Data from 41 out of 48 participants was accepted for this study because 7 students 
missed either of the two questionnaire-surveys. The question items in the first 
questionnaire were submitted to a principal component analysis (non-rotated) in order 
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to reduce the number of items. Eventually, the following 21 items were chosen (a cut-off 
point for the loading was set at .50).
Analysis 2
　　A questionnaire survey with the above-selected 21 items was conducted at the end 
of the semester (12 sessions total). One item was deleted because 13 participants opted 
out.
Analysis 3
　　The results of the two questionnaires (20 items) were compared.
The descriptive analysis appears as follows.
Table 1. Descriptive analysis of the two questionnaires (Means and SDs)
Item Pre Post
5. Studying English enables me to get to know the lifestyle 
of English-speaking nations. 3.2 (0.80) 3.2 (0.70)
7. Studying English enables me to learn more about the 
culture of as a language. 3.5 (0.60) 3.4 (0.50)
9. I sometimes feel uneasy when I have to study English. 2.7 (1.00) 2.4 (0.60)
10. I get nervous and confused when I am speaking English 
in my English class. 2.8 (0.70) 2.6 (0.60)
13. I would like English more if I were in an English-
speaking country. 3.3 (0.90) 3.3 (0.80)
14. Studying English allows me to know what is happening in 
the world. 3.0 (0.80) 3.1 (0.80)
15. Most of my favorite musical artists are English speakers. 2.0 (0.80) 2.2 (0.90)
17. Studying English gives me a sense of achievement. 3.3 (0.90) 3.1 (0.70)
21. I’m studying English so that I can understand English 
lectures and write academic papers. 2.7 (0.90) 2.5 (0.70)
26. I would be wealthy if I study English. 2.6 (1.40) 2.1 (0.60)
27. Studying English gives me a new, challenging goal. 3.4 (0.50) 3.4 (0.50)
29. I study English so that I can understand English-speaking 
films, videos, TV or radio. 3.5 (0.60) 3.5 (0.60)
32. I study English so that I can read English poems and 
novels. 2.5 (1.00) 2.6 (0.80)
34. I had a bad experience learning English. 2.0 (0.70) 2.1 (0.60)
36. I really like learning English. 3.4 (0.80) 3.1 (0.60)
38. I always feel that the other students speak English better 
than I do. 2.7 (1.20) 2.6 (0.90)
40. I want to join a group that has the same goal (improving 
English). 3.4 (0.60) 3.4 (0.70)
42. Studying English enables me to succeed in any field. 2.8 (1.30) 2.4 (0.70)
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(Note: The sequence numbers are the ones in the first version of questionnaire.)
A matched t-test showed a significant difference ( t = 2.649, df = 38, p = .012) in Item 9 “I 
sometimes feel uneasy when I have to study English” between the beginning and the 
end of the semester. The participants significantly decreased their uneasiness by the 
end of the semester. 
Analysis 4
Correlation 
　　In order to examine the relationship between the questions and the standardized 
test scores, the Pearson product-moment correlation coefficient was selected. Some 
questions show significant relationship with the standardized test scores. The questions 
are as follows.
　　　 10. “I get nervous and confused when I am speaking English in my English 
class.” r = -.383, p = .019
　　　 29. “I study English so that I can understand English-speaking films, videos, TV 
or radio.” r = .330, p = .043
　　　 38. “I always feel that the other students speak English better than I do.” r = -.441, 
p = .009
Summary of the findings
　　After conducting the analyses, the findings are as follows:
1. Both pre- and post-questionnaires show that the responses of the participants were 
positive for the following statements:
　7.   “Studying English enables me to learn more about the English culture.”
　27. “Studying English gives me a new challenging goal.”
　 29. “I study English so that I can understand English-speaking films, videos, TV or 
radio.”
2. Analyses 3 and 4 show that the participants became more confident as they improved 
their proficiency. 
3. The item the participants were most interested in was “understanding English-speaking 
films, videos, TV or radio” after they finished 12 intensive reading/listening sessions. 
Discussion
　　In this section, the research questions are answered based on the above data.
(1) What do university students (English-majors) feel about learning English?
54. English speakers are sociable and hospitable. 2.9 (1.10) 3.2 (0.60)
60. I want to spend my life in an English-speaking country. 2.7 (1.00) 3.1 (0.80)
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　　It is feasible that the participants’ attitudes towards English might show the same 
age-band of the whole population of Japan. 
　　First, the students felt “they can learn about English culture if they study English”. 
This finding might show the nature of the department they belong to. After entering 
the university, they were taught English culture via reading in English or reading 
English-related literature. They may have thought that an important aspect was not 
only to master the language but also to understand the culture behind the language.
　　They also felt learning English gives them a new, challenging goal. This is quite 
preferable because language learners are thought to learn most if they are risk-takers. 
It is compatible to the educational policy of the Ministry in the sense of “nurturing a 
zest for life”. Thus, English plays an important role in giving them a challenge to live in 
a tough world.
　　For the last item “I study English so that I can understand English-speaking films, 
videos, TV or radio”, most students agreed and it reflects this tendency in a modern 
society which is seriously influenced by the increased use of computerized technology. 
The students might have thought that English is a convenient media through which 
they can get access to the world. 
(2) Do their attitudes change according to the curriculum of their major?
　　It is certain that they changed their attitudes due to the curriculum, because 
they submitted their assignments so earnestly every week and prepared for the 
achievement tests, they became highly motivated due to the class. The item “studying 
English enables me to learn more about English culture”, which they agreed most with 
also implies that they have been influenced by other culture-related courses. During 
this short study period, they were given a great deal of input, not only from this course, 
but also from other English or English-related courses. 
　　During this session, an informal quick interview was held and the result showed 
their loss of interest in studying abroad. When entering the university, most of them 
wished to study abroad. Their lack of proficiency was one reason, but their loss of 
interest was caused mainly by financial issues, the time it takes, and the fact that it 
does not guarantee future employment. As a result, their interest in studying abroad 
declined.
(3) Do their attitudes relate to their proficiency scores? 
　　The findings show the students became more confident as their proficiency 
improved, which is compatible with Takahashi (2003). The result here indicates a 
continued trend in the strong, self-perpetuated belief among lower-proficiency students 
that they were deficient in ability. It was apparent that their anxiety decreased as their 
proficiency increased. In this study, it is also assumed that they could get over their 
anxiety as their English ability and skills improved. 
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Conclusion
　　Takahashi (2003) suggested that learners need to develop their meta-cognitive 
strategies. Takahashi (2011) also suggested that students should discuss the nature 
of meta-cognitive strategies and the training they need in a class or in a small group. 
However, in this study, the effect of students’ meta-cognitive strategies was not 
explored. Its effect should be ascertained because the use of meta-cognitive strategies 
may help them to devise their own solutions through repeated practice, which could 
become subconscious knowledge leading to improved language proficiency.
　　Another implication from these findings is the need to find ways to change the 
interests of the students from inside to outside. Life in Japan is generally so comfortable 
that they no longer yearn for other cultures. They know that studying abroad is one of 
the quickest ways to learn a different language and experience a new culture, and they 
may be satisfied with short trips to foreign countries. However, they do not want to 
sacrifice their comfortable life and risk discomfort in an unfamiliar culture. Educational 
institutions need to link a study abroad program with the students’ future careers and 
require language teachers to let students know more of the world and to motivate them 
to look outside of Japan. 
References
Clément, R. (1986). Second language proficiency and acculturation: An investigation of 
the effects of language status and individual characteristics. Journal of Language 
and Social Psychology, 5, 272-290. 
Clément, R., & Kruidenier, B.G. (1983). Orientation in second language acquisition: 1. 
The effects of ethnicity, milieu and target language on their emergence. Language 
Learning, 33, 273-291.
Ministry of Education, Culture, Sports, Science and Technology (MEXT). (Aug 
2014). English education reform plan corresponding to globalization. Available 
August 22, 2014 from http://www.mext.go.jp/english/topics/__icsFiles/
afieldfile/2014/01/23/1343591_1.pdf
Takahashi, S. (2003). The role of “attribution for success and failure” in second language 
reading by Japanese university students (Doctoral thesis, Temple University, 
Philadelphia). Available from ProQuest Dissertations and Theses database. (UMI 
No. 3097731)
Takahashi, S. (2012). The effects of metacognitive monitoring training on L2 reading. 
『ノートルダム清心女子大学紀要』 外国語・外国文学編 36, 111-119. 
大学受験大学偏差値情報 (2014). 「岡山県大学偏差値一覧 2014」 Retrieved from http://
daigakujyuken.boy.jp/ 
